There is hardly a corporate consensus on what the length of leave should be. Of the companies reporting a maximum leave, somewhat less than half grant four to six months off; approximately a quarter offer extremely limited leaves of three months or less; and about an equal number grant more than six months, although rarely more than a year. (Extensions are generally granted on a physician's certification of continued disability.) These maximums usually apply to the length of the entire leave (which may be started during pregnancy), but some only limit the time of leave after delivery.
Although the right to a leave from work, with full job protection, at the time of childbirth may offer some help to women, few can afford to take more than a very brief leave unless they and their families are protected against loss of income. Unfortunately, the payment of disability pay during maternity leave seems to be far from prevailing practice. Some 40 percent of the companies in the Conference Board study reported that they paid mothers on maternity leave, about half through an uninsured sick-pay plan and another half through a short-term disability insurance plan or a combination of the two. Generally, the insured plans limit benefit payments to six weeks. The uninsured plans do not set special limits, but pay benefits for as long as a doctor certifies disability within the parameters applicable to other benefits. Particularly crucial is length of service: the median allowable period of benefit payments for a one-year employee is two weeks; for a five-year employee, it is nine weeks. We assume that the Pregnancy Discrimination Act has led to a significant increase in the number of women covered by such benefits as well as the benefit duration. Thus far, however, there are no data supporting this.
In short, what this review of maternity benefits indicates is that most employed pregnant women received little or no accommodation from their employers in the 1970s. The practice of granting at least some unpaid maternity leave has become fairly general practice, but even within the corporate sector this leave is usually limited to a half year or less. The more important benefit, a leave with pay, was available to fewer than one-third of employed women in 1978 and this advantaged minority could count on only about six weeks of benefits. For the five states providing temporary disability insurance coverage, thus including maternity coverage, benefit levels also tend to be low and of brief duration28 (see Table 5-3). Maternity policies have undoubtedly been liberalized
28 The five states are California, Hawaii, New Jersey, New York, and Rhode Island, as well as Puerto Rico.nt of the female workers in the Quality of Employment Survey reported being eligible for such leave.
